Association between sputum natural killer T cells and eosinophilic airway inflammation in human asthma.
Natural killer T (NKT) cells play an essential role in the development of airway hyperresponsiveness (AHR) in murine asthma. However, their role in the pathogenesis of human asthma has not been defined. The present study investigated whether NKT cells were associated with AHR or airway inflammation in human asthma. We measured the number of NKT cells in peripheral blood and induced sputum obtained from 61 asthmatics, 10 patients with eosinophilic bronchitis (EB) and 17 controls. EB was used as a disease control model to investigate the mechanisms of AHR in asthma outside the influence of eosinophilic airway inflammation. The quantities of CD3+CD56+ NKT cells, 6B11+ NKT cells and Vα24+ NKT cells were measured by flow cytometry. The measurement of NKT cells did not differ among the 3 groups in peripheral blood. However, in sputum, CD3+CD56+ NKT cells and Vα24+ NKT cells were significantly increased in patients with asthma and EB compared to controls, and 6B11+ NKT cells were also increased in patients with asthma and EB, although not significantly. There was no difference in the measurements of sputum NKT cells between asthmatics and patients with EB. Sputum Vα24+ NKT cells were inversely associated with the degree of AHR in asthmatics. Sputum NKT cells might play an important role in the pathogenesis of eosinophilic airway inflammation in human chronic stable asthma. However, functional studies on airway NKT cells are needed to elucidate the association between NKT cells and AHR.